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FOREWO RD

In June 2020, Circostrada joined forces with XTRAX to deliver CS LAB#5, one of the main activities of the 
network which looks at creating a dedicated space to foster new thinking and encourage participants to 
re-consider their working practices at all levels. Originally designed to be a three-day residential laboratory, 
the event was rapidly reformatted to respond to disruptions caused by Covid-19, leading to a re-shaping both 
in format and content.

The Covid-19 pandemic led to the closure of most cultural institutions and the cancellation of festivals across the globe, and still 
nowadays presents an uncertain landscape for those working in the arts across the world. In that context, we felt it was necessary 
to pause, reflect on key international issues for the Street Arts and Circus sectors while at the same time providing inspiration for 
its cultural leaders. The recent resurgence of the global Black Lives Matter movement reminds us of another pressing crisis for our 
sector. Just as the pandemic is not hitting all communities equally, Black Lives Matter reminds us that the Street Arts and Circus 
sectors need to act to address the under representation of people of colour – as artists, producers, festival directors and more 
widely. Our investigation of Leadership, Equality and Advocacy is a start – but it is urgent that we work together to ensure that this 
can be followed up with tangible and impactful actions.

Combining a range of inspirational talks and practical discussions, CS LAB#5 presented an e-learning and information sharing 
experience addressing the topics of leadership, equality and advocacy in the Street Arts and Circus sectors. These are crucial 
themes not only in the UK but also across European and international organisations, and by identifying ways forward we hoped 
to provide a springboard for reflection which would inform how we reshape our sector to make it as strong, representative and 
forward-thinking as possible.
We saw this as an opportunity for our sector to question how, as cultural leaders, we can support our teams in times of crisis; how 
we can ensure equality, diversity and inclusion are embedded in decision making now and in the future; and how we can advocate 
to sustain our organisations in the aftermath of this crisis.
The new online format allowed the network to open up the Keynote sessions to a wider audience and saw over 150 industry profes-
sionals from 25 countries tune in to hear inspirational speeches from Hilary Carty (Director of the Clore Leadership Programme), 
Vicki Amedume (Artistic Director and founder of Upswing), Bettina Linstrum (Coach and Creative Consultant) and Michael Hoar 
(Independent Consultant).

The sessions tackled crucial topics encouraging us to look at our own ways of working and embedding best practice and ideals 
in our own organisations. Speakers explored concepts such as the importance of leading with purpose, making allies and strong 
collaborations across the sector and beyond, the infrastructures needed to give space to more diverse artists and leaders, and how 
to communicate and advocate for the sector and for our organisations simply and effectively.
This publication aims to leave a written trace from this experience and share the learning with the wider international creative com-
munity. It includes feature articles from the speakers of the Lab delving further into the topics of Leadership, Equality and Advocacy 
in the Street Arts and Circus sectors.

These are complemented by reflection pieces from internationally renowned UK companies Mimbre and Company Chameleon, 
as well as a list of useful resources and articles documenting the topics of the Lab further.

We hope that this publication will help render the learning from this experience, feed sector-wide thinking and contribute to buil-
ding a more resilient, sustainable, and inclusive sector.

XTRAX & Circostrada teams



﻿
3

AB O UT  US

Circostrada 

Circostrada is the European Network for Circus and Street Arts.

Created in 2003 with the core mission of furthering the development, empowerment and recognition of these fields at European 
and international levels, over the years the network has become an important anchoring point for its members and a key interlocu-
tor in the dialogue with cultural policy makers across Europe. Circostrada is coordinated by ARTCENA – French National Centre 
for Circus Arts, Street Arts and Theatre – and is based in Paris (France).

In a few words, Circostrada is:

• A community of circus and street arts professionals linked together by common values and aspirations, who advocate for greater 
recognition and more structured cultural policies.
• The voice and reference network of circus and street arts in Europe.
• A group of passionate and committed individuals who meet several times a year at the network’s events.
• A network dedicated to its members, engaged in facilitating the exchange of experiences, knowledge, and good practices at 
European and international levels.
• A digital resource platform that provides thematic publications, observation tools and news on circus and street arts, available 
to all free of charge in English and French.

  www.circostrada.org

XTRAX

XTRAX is one of the UK’s leading specialists in Outdoor Arts and Circus. 

With a multi-lingual team and a vast network of industry contacts across the UK and internationally, XTRAX has vast experience in 
the strategic development and promotion of Outdoor Arts internationally.

Our current portfofio includes:

• Management of Without Walls, a consortium of over 30 festivals and organisations dedicated to raising the profile of the UK 
outdoor arts sector, promoting artistic excellence and supporting the development and creation of innovative new outdoor work.
• Delivery of Platform4:UK, a strategic programme designed to support the international promotion of UK outdoor artists and to 
develop collaborations with strategic partners overseas. 
• Producer Services for Wired Aerial Theatre’s internationally acclaimed largescale show As The World Tipped which we has 
toured to Europe, Australia, South Korea and South America.
• Delivery of Industry Showcase events in partnership with UK and International festivals, as well as training opportunities, semi-
nars, talks and networking opportunities designed to support outdoor artists and festivals in developing their practice and networks.
• XTRAX has been an active member of Circostrada since 2009 and Irene Segura (International Relations and Artist Develop-
ment at XTRAX) sits on the Circostrada Steering Committee.

  www.xtrax.org.uk

www.circostrada.org
www.xtrax.org.uk
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PART NERS

The European Commission support for the production of this publication does not constitute an endorsement of the contents which reflects the 
views only of the authors. The Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein. 

Additional note

The opinions expressed in this publication are those of the authors. They do not purport to reflect the opinions or views of Circostrada Network, its 
members or co-financers. Although great care has been taken to ensure that the exemples, stories and data collected are accurate, no responsibili-
ties can be accepted for the consequences of factual error and inaccuracies.

This publication is the property of Circostrada Network and follows the Creative Commons agreement Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDeriva-
tives 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0):
– Reuse is allowed but you must give appropriate credit
– You may not use the publication for commercial purposes
– If you remix, transform, or build upon the publication, you may not distribute the modified publication.

  https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/ 

For further information, please contact infocircostrada@artcena.fr

Co-organised by 

With the support of

Find all the publications 
by Circostrada as well 
as many other online 
resources and news 
from the network and its 
members on:   
www. circostrada.org

All pictures included in this publication are 
protected by copyright.  
Cover picture  
Witness This by Company Chameleon  
© Victor Frankowski 
Graphic design   
Frédéric Schaffar
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https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
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FOCUS

WHAT DO WE NEED F RO M C ULT UR AL  
LEADERS IN  T IMES  O F  C RIS IS?

By Hilary Carty

Hilary Carty is the Executive Director of the Clore Leadership, a role she took up after six years as a 
consultant, facilitator and coach specialising in leadership development, management and organisa-
tional change. Hilary’s earlier roles include Director of the Cultural Leadership Programme; Director, 
London (Arts) at Arts Council England; Director, Culture and Education at London 2012; Director of 
Dance for Arts Council England; Visiting Professor on leadership (Austria); and HLF London Committee 

Member. In recognition of her contribution to the arts, culture and heritage, Hilary has been awarded three Honorary 
Doctorates and three Fellowships from UK Universities. Hilary is a member of the Learning and Participation Com-
mittee of the Royal Opera House.

It is truly hard to think of a month like the 
last. Across continents and contexts, issues 
that are at once personal and universal have 
resulted in shared experiences and created 
common cause. Whether it is the climate 
emergency, Covid-19 or the issues of ra-
cial injustice stirred by the death of George 
Floyd in the USA, diverse peoples have 
connected in awareness, determined their 
viewpoints, and borne witness to the impact 
of this era on their lives and perspectives. I 
guess it is exactly that visceral synthesis of 
the individual and the collective experience 
that causes these events to resonate – to 
conflate and compete, rather ominously, for 
airspace. And the truly concerning fact is 
that they are all critical. They all demand our 
attention and our action. They each demand 
leadership.

Tipping the scales at this moment in time is 
Covid-19 - a global pandemic, surreal, and 
all-consuming, dramatically shifting the way we 
work and engage with culture and heritage. 

To date we have experienced three phases 
of the phenomenon - the Lockdown, the 
Learn and the Lead phases.

Back in March, the shock of the pandemic 
brought us into Lockdown. Beyond the 
government-imposed edict to stay in our 
homes – this was a lockdown of culture and 
cultural expression – a dampening of the 
cultural engagement that we wrap into our 
lives and the lives of our participants and 
audiences. 

Good governance kicked in – annual 
accounts ,  that  had h i ther to  seemed ​
something of an academic exercise, took 
on the import of a doctor’s prognosis, as 
organisations scrutinised restricted and 
unrestricted reserves and initiated conver-
sations to try to secure their business as a 
‘going concern’. We locked down our bu-
sinesses, our assets and our resources to 
protect our organisations as much as pos-
sible for the future. 

For the many independent and freelance 
workers in our sector, lockdown meant 
cancellations. Contracts that had been 
months in the making fell apart in days; op-
portunities that were previously open-en-
ded closed shut in an instant. We saw our 
livelihoods and the things that nourish us 

squashed onto screens and reduced to fit 
inside two dimensions. But our artforms are 
multi-dimensional and multi-sensational – 
so we have been challenged to our core. 
And it has not been easy.

As drivers of culture and engagement 
we moved, impressively and quickly, from 
Lockdown into the Learning  phase – 
where we learnt that we can act differently, 
we can learn new ways. Something about 
the expediency of the moment demanded 
an inventive and imaginative response, and 
now (almost) everything is taking place 
online – we are operating with speed and 
learning new skills, particularly digital ones. 

At Clore Leadership we faced the challenge  
of recalibrating our highly valued residential  
programmes and moved to re-cast our know- 
ledge and experience towards new short-form  
offers. A podcast series, Leading from a 
Distance, shares tips, tools, advice and 
approaches – as we do within our pro-
grammes – now made available to the sec-
tor at large. We convened webinars with 
respected leaders and thinkers to debate 
the imminent issues challenging cultural 
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professionals, be that Furloughing, Building 
Resilience, or Prioritising the Future-thinking 
Role of the Board. 

Like many, we have taken the core of what 
Clore Leadership has historically provided 
in person and translated it to the virtual 
space. We have facilitated small and large-
group conversations; matched peer-to-
peer buddies and mentors with mentees; 

and created new resources on crisis ma-
nagement. Covid-19 has required adaptive, 
innovative, and resourceful leadership.  

And, despite the challenge, it has been 
great to learn that we really can innovate 
and create, at pace. We have learnt to 
create new joys from our living rooms. We 
have sung and danced, and created brilliant 
and funny new art. It is not a substitute for 

the live experience that brings most of us 
joy. It does not hold the same options for 
collaboration and connection with other 
creative people. And it does not give us 
that rewarding moment of applause that 
confirms a success. But culture has not 
stood still and some of the adaptations 
made out of this crisis, can genuinely stimu-
late and entertain us in the new time ahead.

The Lead phase of Covid-19  has, perhaps, 
some of the most treacherous pitfalls, be-
cause it includes those medium and long-
term decisions. No longer are we simply 
responding and reacting in a crisis, but 
facing the challenge of leading our sector, 
our organisations and ourselves out of the 
crisis and into a new normal. And that’s sca-
ry because the decisions we make now will 
stay with us for the time ahead.

Each individual organisation and sector will 
need to juggle their own list of priorities and 
determine the factors that are most critical 
for their situation. I suggest three themes 
for consideration: 
• Leading with Purpose
• Diversity & Inclusion
• Getting Comfortable with Uncertainty

Leading with Purpose

As we move gradually out of this period 
of severity, we must learn how to weave 
creativity and cultural engagement within 
a new contract with our audiences and 
communities. Covid-19 has changed our 
audiences’ experience and expectations 
of culture. Some now know what they have 
missed. And others will not see a rationale 
for culture when life is so hard and their re-
sources are reduced.

As cultural providers, we need to face up to 
that truly tough question – are we still needed? 
What is our Mission or Purpose now? And 
how, after the experience of Covid-19, can 
that Mission or Purpose best be achieved?
These are fundamental questions – taking us 
right to the core of why we exist as cultural 

providers and organisations. But the road 
ahead will be truly hard. We cannot ex-
pect that the rich and nuanced blends of 
creativity and entertainment we were part 
of just months ago will return immediately 
– the economics tell us that things need to 
be different. We will not just resume from 
where we left off… 

Looking ahead, is it not inevitable that some 
cultural and heritage organisations will 
fold? What may have seemed a robust bu-
siness model pre-Covid-19 has now been 
lethally stress-tested. Those that survive 
will have made many radical operational 
shifts that must become permanent. What 
emerges from this pandemic will  be a 

re-modelled cultural landscape, embracing 
new modes of engagement and delivery.
So, a hard review of our Mission or Purpose  
is really important as we prepare for the 
challenging road to recovery.

© Marta Demartini Photography

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=28bsz9U8qYQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=28bsz9U8qYQ
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Diversity and Inclusion 

As leaders, we have to live through our 
values, as individuals and organisations, 
against the persistent trauma of systemic 
inequalities, racial injustice, structural pri-
vilege and deep-seated prejudice. 

Black Lives Matter. For me, there is no 
room for equivocation. And yet, I am sure 
I am not alone in having both despair and 
hope swirling around in my head. It has 
been such an emotional time when, I think, 
we have all had to reflect quite deeply about 
the sort of society we have, the one we want 
to have and how we might get there. 

Why, after all the statements, policies,  
approaches and actions of the past, are we 
still challenged by the racism Martin Luther 
King talked about and Naseem Khan wrote 
about, in her seminal publication of 1976 
– The Arts That Britain Ignores. The lack of 
change, the macro evidence of different 
treatment; the micro-aggressions, the lack 
of progression into senior roles for BAME 
professionals…All show that racism is still 
highly prevalent in our UK institutions and 
progress is either negligible or slow. 

Or is that the despair speaking? Should I 
focus more on the hopeful part of me that 
acknowledges wider diversity in many ins-
titutions, and is genuinely bolstered by the 
number of organisations who were proac-
tive in declaring their allegiances on their 
websites and on social media?

Cultural institutions have affirmed that 
#BlackLivesMatter…it  most  cer tain-
ly is an important statement, a welcome 
acknowledgement. But then what...? Who 
holds to account the changes we do or do 
not make? How do we shift the responsibi-
lity for change from the activist to the insti-
tution? From the excluded to the entitled?  
How to ensure that #AllActionsMatter, 
#AllOutcomesMatter and #WordsAre-
NotEnough?

Of course, All Lives Matter – that is also true. 
But let us not be afraid to be clear about the 
essential challenges facing discrete groups 
of people at this time. And let us not beco-

me confused and reticent because we don’t 
want to get things wrong or to cause offence. 
Rather than staying confused or conflicted, I 
think our duty, as leaders, is to learn, to absorb, 
to reflect, to debate – an array of actions to 
educate ourselves so that we can be thought-
ful and considerate, but also clear.
 
Institutions are collectives of people working 
together. So who but ourselves should take 
action for change? It requires every one of 
us, both individually and collectively to look 
at what we are doing and to ask ourselves if 
we really are doing enough? Are we making 
even a dint of a tangible difference? It has 
been heartening to see the fully multi-racial 
campaigners for BLM. That is important as it 
reflects a growing realisation that it will take 
all of us, black and white, to shift this dial.

Is it ‘re-writing history’ to expand the nar-
ratives to better account for the people, 
incidents and places that were previously 
overlooked? They were there. These inci-
dents happened. Just because the stories 
were not previously told, should we really 
now be silent?

Opinions change over time. That, else-
where, is called ‘progress’ or becoming 
enlightened. Surely, we too can update the 
script and acknowledge this period as simply  

a new Age of Enlightenment? We have  
revised and expanded our knowledge and 
perspectives before - I’m thinking of the re-
visions to politics, philosophy, science and 
communications in 18th Century in Europe… 
What is so challenging about doing it again 
now? We have an opportunity to make a 
difference, to act and to be different. It is 
imperative to remember that the decisions 
we make now will give shape to the time 
ahead. For this, right here, is history – in the 
making.

So for me Inclusion Matters. And it’s a 
leadership issue – one where we need to 
act urgently and differently to get different 
results. Few of us are satisfied with the many 
inequalities that were structured into our 
cultural infrastructure before the pandemic. 
So why rebuild something that we did not 
like? 

I think the challenge we have with diversity 
and inclusion comes down to power. Very 
few of us want to give up the reins of power 
we have had to work so hard to secure. For 
everyone knows – the jobs we do are not 
easy. Nor well paid. And it was tough to get 
here. So we hold on tight to what we have 
and, perhaps unconsciously, recruit in our 
own image; and step back from promoting 
accessible points of entry or opening wide 

© Marta Demartini Photography
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the routes to career progression. I’m not 
trying to be controversial – that is what my 
experience plainly shows me.

Coming out of this crisis, we have an op-
portunity to build based on values rather 
than simply to rebuild what we had before. 
It is already happening – with campaigns 

such as #WeShallNotBeRemoved – led 
by disabled leaders and acting to prevent 
deaf, neurodiverse and disabled leaders 
being ignored as we rebuild post Covid-19. 
There are many campaigns and they need 
our support. The challenge is to seize this 
moment and not be satisfied with ‘good in-
tentions’ leaving the precious outcomes to 

fickle chance. We can act now to actively 
promote diversity and inclusion – in re-
cruitment, in progression, in management 
and through leadership.  We can take the 
time to create the momentum for a positive 
change for the future.

Get Comfortable with Uncertainty

No-one really knows what lies ahead. 
We don’t know the rules of engagement, 
the timings, the constraints … and yet, we do 
need to plan and to prepare for a future that 
has a place for us. We will have to find our 
own ways through – and that will be diffe-
rent for each of us, whether as individuals or 
organisations. 

As leaders we need to become more 
comfortable with questions that have no 
simple answers; to conjure with complexity, 
and skilfully navigate dense data, using it as 
a tool to support our decision-making in the 
new era. Way-finding in this time of uncer-
tainty and ambiguity is fraught with danger 
but three watchwords might help us through:

• Optimism — looking ahead to see what 
might be possible. Even the smallest lamp 
can illuminate a path.  
• Courage — to act, despite not having 
all the facts and figures clearly laid out and 
transparent.
• Collaboration — we are each one part 
of a bigger picture and partnerships and 
co-working are going to be prized more 
than ever.

In any crisis, leadership is critical. In order 
for great culture to have a strong come-
back from this crisis and continue to benefit 
people’s lives and the economy, we need 
our cultural leaders to have the skills, pers-
pectives and resources to respond in the 
moment, for the future. We need to support 
current and aspiring leaders to become 
genuine stakeholders in the making of their 
‘new normal’. 

In this respect, the seismic eruption of 
Covid-19 gives us an opportunity. As we 

start the ease out of lockdown, there are 
tough conversations being held and tough 
decisions to come. Business models, inco-
me streams and hierarchies are all being 
re-assessed, restructured and remodelled. 
Change is inevitable. 

So why not act with clear intention? Can we 
dismantle that which no longer serves us 
well and build to our aspirations? Can we 
lose the ‘re’, which encourages a look back 
and, instead, engage afresh with our purpo-
se and values? And create the new norms, 
protocols and practices to bring about the 
change we want to see happen? Can we 
genuinely open up our circles of influence 
to inclusive leadership and share the power 
that must inevitably be shared for change to 
be experienced? 

It’s time for big questions, honest conversa-
tions and transparent shifts. Empathy, care, 
deep listening, equality, fairness and kind-

ness are vital as we set a new tone for the 
future of our sector and create the society 
we want for future generations.

Now is surely the time. #BeTheChange. 

  www.cloreleadership.org

© Marta Demartini Photography

https://www.cloreleadership.org
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WHAT IS  STOPPING  US  F RO M B EING  
FULLY REPRES ENTAT IV E S ECTO RS?

By Vicki Amedume

Vicki Amedume initially trained as a research scientist, entering the circus world in 1997. She founded  
Upswing, an award-winning Contemporary Circus Company in 2006, to bring new artists and  
experiences to the stage that reflect a dynamic, diverse and modern world. Alongside its touring  
and performance work Upswing works to develop new and emerging artists through a range of  
Development Programmes. Besides her work for Upswing Vicki has worked with The National  
Theatre of Scotland, The RSC, The Lowry, Cameron Mackintosh Productions and The New Vic Theatre. 
She is a 2016/17 Clore Fellow, 2019/20 Fellow of The British Council Intersect programme and 
Chair of the The Baring Foundation Arts Committee.

I was asked to write an article on "What is 
stopping us from being fully representative 
sectors?” My instinctive response to the 
question was…I don’t know. Given the years 
of effort and initiatives, why have we not 
found a pathway forwards?

The arrival of the Covid-19 pandemic has 
initiated changes in the way we live and 
work that would have been unimaginable 
six months ago. We have adapted, and this 
demonstrates how quickly we can adapt to 
when the will is present.

Circus and Outdoor Arts are often described  
as a space for everybody. Quantitive research  
on our audiences demonstrates that we at-
tract more diverse and representative au-
diences than other art-forms. In addition we 
are often allowed to work in the places and 
communities where other art-forms may be 
treated with more suspicion. Our problem is 
that, whilst we may perform to a broad and 
diverse range of people; our companies, 
institutions and communities of artists are 
generally not filled with the same diversity.  

Before I go any further, I need to firmly 
acknowledge that diversity and representation 
encompasses gender, sexuality, a multitude 
of disabilities, neurodiversity, culture, religion, 
class, age, as well as ethnicity. I have written 
this from the perspective of ethnicity as that 
is the lived experience I want to offer to this 
conversation. I can’t and won’t speak for every 

experience. Identities are dynamic and form 
complex combinations requiring different 
approaches, that can only really be defined 
with the full and direct participation of people 
with specific experience of that form of discri-
mination. This does not mean that we cannot 
support other identities as allies and partners, 
sharing a pathway toward inclusion. 

As a creative community I have come to  
recognise that we have spectrum of thinking 

on diversity, much as we do in our respective  
societies. It ranges from those who see  
discrimination as a real and tangible thing, 
acknowledge personal and systemic biases 
and are taking direct action to counter their 
effects; to people who believe, in this example, 
we are in a post-racial society where racial ine-
qualities and structural racism no longer exists.

This article is aimed at people who are in the 
former group rather than the later, my expe-

© Matthew Kaltenborn

© Hugh Hill
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rience has been that it is difficult to convince 
people, who are unwilling, of the effects of 
race, as a structuring idea in the distribution 
of power in our creative community. 

As a background to this article it is important 
to note that social and environmental justice 
are becoming the defining conversions of 
our time. Aided by digital communications 

the inequalities in our societies are being 
made visible and inescapable. I  f irmly 
believe that no cultural community or art 
form can endure without recognising and 
engaging in these dialogues, not only in 
terms of what it presents to audiences but 
also in how it organises itself. It adds to the 
complexity to the creative work we want 
to do, but we will not thrive if we do not  

engage with the social and cultural change 
around us.

For this article I’ve drawn together some 
themes that have emerged from the power-
ful conversations I have been having with 
peers in the UK and Europe about inclusion 
to share some reflections in response. 

Hard to reach…

A reflection on audiences.
I grew up in a West African community 
and so grew up with a rich artistic culture 
high-life music, fashion, visual arts, singing 
in church were all part of everyday life.  
I do not identify myself and my community 
with a label like ‘low arts engagement’ or 
other difficult terms like ‘hard to reach’. 

The wording suggests that the problem lies 
within the group “you are hard to reach”, 
which is arguably inappropriate when the 
barriers to engagement are often outside of 
the communities control.
As a creative from a ‘hard to reach’ com-
munity, the inference is that my creative 
education, experience and cultural capital  

gained before I entered the field of Circus 
and Outdoor Arts are not valued. Reframing  
our thinking about communities or artists 
as ‘seldom seen, seldom heard’ within our 
existing creative spaces puts the onus on 
us to do the work to make ourselves more 
welcoming. 

Representation…

Audiences—and artists—are complex; there 
is no singular audience or viewer identity, 
just as there is no singular artist identity. It 
is important when including artists from di-
verse communities, that it is not under the 
condition they represent are or become 
representative of an entire community. It 
leaves no room for individual desires and 
artistic intention”. 

It is also worth noting that for instance - the 
idea that employing black artists will bring 
black audiences is problematic. Of course, 
visible representation has been shown to 
have an effect on audience demographics 
but audience development is additional 
work to artistic creation and should come 
with additional resources. 

Basically, if you are asking someone to do the 
heavy lifting when it comes to outreach, in what 
way are you resourcing them to do the work?© Josh Hawkins
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Diversity vs Quality…

Conversations about Diversity can spark 
panic in some as it can be framed in oppo-
sition of quality. The two things are not mu-
tually exclusive. There is no suggestion that 
supporting diversity means that anyone 
should be elevated simply because they 
are seen to represent a particular demo-
graphic. 

It does, however, require us to do some 
honest thinking about our communities 
taste-making.
In Toni Morrison’s essay collection A 
Mouth Full of Blood she tell us, “Canon 
building is empire building. Canon de-
fence is national defence. Canon debate, 
whatever the terrain, nature and range… is 
the clash of cultures. And all the interests 
are vested.”

“Quality” art can often default to being art 
that the observer is most familiar with. 
Our ideas of quality are formed by our 
cultural experiences, education, politics, 
working approaches. It is fair to say that in 
most of our creative communities, the taste-
makers will cluster around particular cultu-
ral identities and experiences. 
If we would like to believe that our systems 
are based on meritocracy, that the best talent 

will win through, we cannot be satisfied with 
an unexamined approach on taste making.

The goal is to enable the broadest range of 
talent to gain access to the training, means of 
production and networks necessary to create 
work that is meaningful to wider society. It pre-
vents us from supporting primarily creatives 
that are able to navigate existing structures.
We need to create mechanisms for conver-
sations about values, taste, talent and merit. 

To require ourselves to have these conver-
sations with unfamiliar people, people who 
don’t share the same ideas and cultural re-
ferences. To loosen hold on what we assume 
makes us successful and become open to 
new ideas and the potential that is unlocked 
by working with a broader range of voices. 

Presence vs Power…

Presence does not equal power.
Working with artists of hiring teams that re-
flect the diversity of society is the beginning 
of change, but it is not the end. With these 
changes you may be challenged to reflect 
on structural issues within your organisation, 
company or practice. It might mean having 

to recognise that some of the approaches 
you may have taken in the past have been 
upholding structural inequities, even with 
the best intentions.  
Presence can offer you insight but wit-
hout bringing more voices into leadership 
and decision-making it is unlikely that the 

changes necessary to break down inequa-
lity will happen.
For real inclusion we need the twinned goals 
of presence and power sharing.

Taking responsibility…

It is common to think that an inclusive model 
of behaviour has to do with others. Instead, it 
is important to start from ourselves and our 
own level of awareness, openness, and edu-
cation on the subject. The more we work on 
ourselves, the easier it will be to be sensitive 

to the experiences of others we might pre-
viously not have been aware of.

To be open and curious should be part of 
the creative temperament, it allows us to 
face situations that challenge (both in a po-

sitive and negative way) our beliefs and our 
cultural patterns.

We are all part of a bigger system that can 
prescribe the power relations between diffe-
rent groups, so as individuals we must realise 

© Manuel Harlan 
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our connection to the larger cultural context 
and not imagine we are outside it. Ask our-
selves ‘What could be my limits to fully un-
derstanding this situation?’ And ‘What do I 
need to do to remove those limits’.

Upswing is a Black-led organisation, as a 
company we have endeavoured to make 
our work not only artistically powerful but 
also relevant to communities who do not 
see themselves and their experiences in 
Circus. We advocate for, present and men-
tor the work of under-represented artists 
especially Black/Brown artists and crea-
tives in circus and Performing arts. In these 
extraordinary times rather than sit back and 
rest on the work we have done in the past, 
we recognise that now is the time to step up 

our efforts; to interrogate our beliefs and 
our actions and address more holistically 
intersections of discrimination. We have not 
ignored the need to commit to action but 
this however does not mean that we cannot 
also do better.
All I can really offer as advice is that if you 
are truly committed to inclusion in your 
institution, organisation or your work; it is 
almost always better to try something than 
do nothing. 

This is especially true when there are now so 
many people and places to go to for support 
and guidance. So seek out appropriate support, 
find people who can offer informed advice for 
your challenge and make sure you understand 
the need to resource the work appropriately.

Lastly, there is no finish line. Don’t assume 
there will be, there will always be work to be 
done, if you ever think you are approaching 
a conclusion ask ‘what else can I do?’

• There will always be work to be done, so 
let’s enjoy the work. 
• Nothing changes without recognition of 
our individual and collective roles.
• Nothing changes without conscious and 
informed action.
• Diversity in our society is a fact. Inclusion 
is a choice.

  www.upswing.org.uk

© Matthew Kaltenborn

http://www.upswing.org.uk
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IN THE AFTERMATH  O F  T H IS  C RIS IS ,  H OW WILL  
WE NEED TO ADVO CAT E IN O RDER TO  S USTAIN  

OUR ORGANISATIO NS  AND O UR S ECTO RS?

By Michael Hoar

Michael Hoar has 25 years’ experience in the arts and cultural sectors. In 2009 he established The 
Michael Hoar Consultancy. Since then he has delivered for over 80 organisations in the UK and 
internationally on business planning, strategy, fundraising, research and development, team and 
partnership building, advocacy, governance development, and leadership. Clients include arts and 
cultural organisations, universities, local government, charities, and independent professionals. 

The Covid-19 Shock: Impact on the 
Cultural and Creative Industries
Covid-19 has had an exceptional impact 
on the cultural and creative industries. 
Sector organisations and governments are 
scrambling to interpret its effects, mitigate 
them and make policy anew. The financial 
relief packages, job retention and creation, 
support for freelancers, and emergency 
funds have staved off immediate sector 
collapse. For cultural organisations where 
earned income is a big feature of the model, 
it is particularly devastating.

Outdoor Arts and Circus events were put on 
ice, from the largest international festivals to 

the smallest community ones. Cities, towns 
and villages normally full of performers, 
stages and people, are empty in summer 
2020 as organisations work to keep afloat, 
stabilise, and recalibrate activities against 
an uncertain future. Many think things will 
unfold in 3 Phases (1) Response: in the first 
part of 2020, (2) Stabilisation: 2020/21, 
and (3): Recovery (2022 onwards). 

New policies and packages will appear re-
gularly through the 3 Phases so the sector 
needs to be more skilled in making its case 
than it has ever been. However, the cultu-
ral and creative sector’s voice into govern-
ments remains relatively weak.

Shock as Opportunity

Many sector bodies, commentators, thin-
kers, policymakers are now engaged in the 
medium-longer term process of making the 
case for a new cultural and creative policy, 
not one which replicates the old world, but 
which improves and advances things. The 
‘build back better’ thinking.

There are two schools of thought about 
what the sector should be making the case 
for. Some ‘response phase’ campaigns 
adopted a ‘reactive advocacy’ mode: ‘sa-
ving’ or ‘rescuing’ the arts. This can be ef-
fective, however a new way of thinking is 
emerging, about repositioning the ‘value 

proposition’ of culture and where it sits in 
a new post-Covid-19 social and economic 
settlement. Moving it more to the centre of 
policy and people’s lives. We can all play a 
part in growing a new future of Outdoor 
Arts and Circus. 

Sector Leadership: Leading Big Tent Conversations,  
Seeding New Ideas, Models, and Thinking

So, what to do? First of all, larger festivals, 
network bodies, development agencies and 
consortiums should come together, pooling 
discretionary income and securing new funds 
towards bold sector leadership. The biggest 
threat to progress is lack of collective vision. 

Together the sector should gather evidence 
about the impact of pandemic and commis-
sion research to fill the gaps. They should 
commission ‘think pieces’ on the future: on 
topics including socially distanced Outdoor 
Art practice, to the potential of digital plat-

forms, to new financial and revenue models, 
to how Outdoor Arts organisations work 
with communities and places, and more. The 
ambition must be high. They should consult 
widely to reframe a new understanding of 
Outdoor Arts and Circus for a new world. 

© IETM #RescueTheArts campaign, 2020

© Michael Hoar
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They should lead widespread discussion 
and debate, engaging experts from inside 
and outside the sector. This discussion must 
be framed by wider cultural sector debates, 
and the recalibration of wider public policy 
happening around it. They should formulate 
innovative new partnerships and projects 

within the sector and with other organisations 
outside it, from the private sector (e.g. digital 
and tech firms, the wider creative industries), 
to civic and community organisations, to 
Universities and academic researchers, and 
beyond. 

Together they should catalogue and champion 
exciting new models that offer answers to the 
new challenges. The outputs from this work 
should be put into the hands of the whole sec-
tor so everyone can use it to make arguments 
about the power of Outdoor Arts and Circus. 

Sector Leadership: Growing Influence

Secondly, as national governments, sector 
development agencies, (e.g. Arts Coun-
cils), city governments and other bodies 
make big decisions affecting cultural and 
creative sector recovery, stabilisation, and 
the sector’s whole future direction, they 
will take varying degrees of advice and 
may form policy groups, task forces, or 
steering groups. Outdoor Arts and Circus 
partnerships, larger festivals, network bodies 
and development agencies should aim to 
create influence here.

Membership of the groups and who these 
ministries and organisations consult is 
always contested and often contestable. 
The extent to which they will be receptive 
will vary country-by-country. Making the 
case to join or work with policy groups and 
task forces, perhaps representing a broader 
coalition may be possible in the case of lar-
ger organisations or partnerships. Influen-
cing them will be easier for organisations 
with ‘heft’. Using our contacts, it might be 
possible to reach the people involved to put 
forward our case for us. It might be possible 

to submit data and evidence, to form man-
dated subgroups working on a particular 
area, or to influence them through social 
media or email/letter campaigns.

The policies and plans they produce will in-
fluence the investment schemes that follow. 
New schemes are already appearing, e.g. 
covering sector stabilisation, testing new mo-
dels and partnerships, contributing to social 
and economic recovery, or reaching new 
communities and audiences in new ways.

Sector-Wide Advocacy Activity 

Thirdly an area where all professionals in 
Outdoor Arts and Circus can play a direct 
part. Online campaigning can be done by 
individuals and organisations of all sizes - it 
takes limited time and resources. This might 
be where an organisation or partnership has 
already established an agenda or campaign 
and you support it, or where you begin your 
own. These might be wider arts sector cam-
paigns, or specific ones for Outdoor Arts 
and Circus. It could include online petitions, 
use of hashtags, and email campaigns to gain 

the support of interested parties. This form 
of pressure can enable policymakers to read 
the ‘mood’ on a particular issue and it can 
directly bring about change. It is also impor-
tant to respond to consultations and calls for 
evidence from sector bodies (Arts Councils, 
Creative Industries Development bodies) or 
Government ministries. This is the ongoing 
day-to-day work of advocacy. Bookmark 
key websites on your browser or follow key 
figures and organisations on social media to 
keep pace with campaigns and consultations.

Influencing Strategy and Investment in Places

Fourthly, we must engage outside the cultu-
ral sector and cultural sector policymaking. 
Again, this is something where everyone 
can play a role using their knowledge and 
connections in places. There will be post- 
Covid-19 recovery boards and steering 
groups in regions, city regions, and local 

places. There will be strategies and ‘blue-
prints’ for social and economic recovery.  
Investment (both public and in some cases pri-
vate) will be realigned and redirected towards 
post-Covid-19 social and economic recovery. 
Aligned to strategies and plans, there will be 
many tiers of investment allocation: money 

will come directly from national govern-
ment, local goverment, and public bodies, or 
trickle down to regional and local organisa-
tions for them to distribute. It will go towards 
health and well-being, social care, commu-
nity support, city, town and neighbourhood 
regeneration, placemaking and recovery 

© IETM #RescueTheArts campaign, 2020
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of the high street, job creation and skills, 
and more. It will come through national go-
vernment, local government, public bodies. 
Charities, trusts and foundations are also 
establishing Covid-recovery funds. 

We must make the case to join, try to in-
fluence those groups, and offer to work 
with them to ensure the arts and Outdoor 
Arts and Circus are included in those 
plans, and are positioned as part of the so-

lution in order to access those funds. The 
sector needs to make the case to access 
those resources. 

Demystifying Advocacy 

Advocacy is the conscious effort to bring 
about policy or social change by growing 
support for a particular action or cause. 
Some feel advocacy is an obscure art prac-
ticed by more senior or better-connected 
or more confident people than themselves. 

However, we are all capable of changing the 
minds of others. Advocacy is a normal and 
legitimate part of democracy and the poli-
cymaking process. Knowing the facts about 
your sector is vital. However, the more ex-
pert you are about the work, policy and in-

terests of the person you wish to influence, 
the better. The more you can credibly relate 
how your festival, organisation, or sector 
can deliver for them, the more interested 
others will become in engaging with you.

Advocacy: 6 Steps

There are six essential practices of advocacy. 

1. Prepare a Strategy or a Simple Plan
For larger campaigns aiming to create a big 
change in policy a more detailed strategy 
with objectives over 1-3 years is appro-
priate. There are guides online to help with 
this. For smaller organisations or for a shor-
ter time frame just setting simple goals in a 
simple action plan is enough.

2. Assemble your team
The wider the circle of people engaged in 
the advocacy work, the better. For an orga-
nisation it might be staff, board members, pa-
trons, volunteers, ‘friends’, or other powerful 
agents. Assign roles and ensure people have 
the right skills and resources. For smaller or-
ganisations or individuals perhaps partner 
with other Outdoor Arts and Circus organi-
sations, or other types of arts organisations – 
either nationally, or in a local place. 

3. Map Your Sphere of Influence
With your ‘team’ produce a visual map of 
your contacts including: government (natio-
nal, regional, local) elected politicians and 
officials, arts sector, public sector organi-
sations: economic development, health and 
wellbeing, education, planning and develop-
ment, business, the voluntary and commu-
nity sector, and the faith sector. Then identify 
any gaps and decide what to do about them. 
Remember the ‘six degrees of separation’: 
who do you know who can help you reach 
the person you wish to influence?

4. Create Your Case
Here include four areas. Data and evidence 
about sector impact. The story or message 
you want to communicate: about the impact 
of your work on people or communities, or 
its importance to the economy perhaps. 
Situate your case in relation relevant arts, 
social, or economic policy. Also include am-
bition for future: what you want your organi-
sation or sector to be like in the future?
This last point is where we can start buil-
ding the new story about Outdoor Arts and  
Circus. It might be a narrative about the 
unique power of Outdoor Arts to help 
people come to terms with this crisis and 
also to reimagine what the future could be 
like in local places. It might be a much longer- 
term vision about the way Outdoor Arts is 
knitted more seamlessly into the fabric and 
rhythm of everyday life and places. It might 
be describing new funding and financial 
models.
Different versions are needed: longer ver-
sions for presentations, and shorter ones for 
quick communication. It can be case studies, 
videos, infographics, press releases, or crea-
tive acts such as a poem or prose.

5. Get Into Action
Action falls into 3 areas. Firstly, direct contact 
with those you identified in Step 3 - politi-
cians, officials and all the other important 
sectors. It includes everything from atten-
ding public events and consultations, asking 
for one-to-one meetings, or inviting others 
to ‘set-piece’ meetings where an influential 

figure speaks about the power of Outdoor 
Arts or the arts more widely. Crucially it in-
volves inviting people to see your work.
Second, growing a ‘family’ of supporters: 
the public and individuals, board members, 
‘friends’, champions, advocates and vo-
lunteers, and other powerful agents e.g. well 
recognised artists, celebrities, or figures in 
local civic life. These are people you’ll want 
to skill up, offer incentives to, and bring clo-
ser to the workings of your campaign or 
organisation - so in turn they galvanise the 
support of others. 

Third, connecting to a broader audience 
through social media, and traditional media 
can still play an important role.

6. Review and Adjust
Advocacy is very dynamic. A single en-
gagement with a powerful figure can help 
break new ground enabling you to make the 
case to new people, meaning you’ll need to 
adjust your path. Your message will need to 
be kept under review too, depending on the 
direction the sector takes in your country, 
and in terms of what becomes possible in 
the post-Covid-19 world. 
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What to aim for
• Inclusion of Outdoor Arts and Circus in 
arts sector recovery plans 
• A seat the table of a task force, policy 
group, or steering group 
• Inclusion of the Outdoor Arts and Cir-
cus, or the arts more generally in the recov-
ery plans or wider strategic plans in places: 
regions, city regions, and local places
• Influential or powerful supporters making 
the case for you 
• The start of a relationship with a new 
funder
• Organisations outside the arts co-com-
missioning research or projects with you
• Communities and places mobilising to 
support the return of festivals and events

Everything to Play For: Final Thoughts

Many think the Covid-19 crisis is a ga-
me-changing moment for politics, policy, 
prosperity, the dominant economic model, 
and the social settlement. As with the finan-
cial crisis in 2008 we will be experiencing 
the fallout for many years. For the cultural 
and creative sector around the world big 
change is inevitable. There will be a re-eva-
luation of operating models and how pro-
grammes are delivered so they are feasible 
and safe. As the sector attempts to reposi-
tion the value of art and culture, Outdoor 

Arts and Circus can take this moment to put 
forward a re-imagined future. This can only 
happen if everyone seizes the moment, acts 
with leadership and imagination, and works 
together. Sector organisations need to act 
in concert with those in other nations to in-
fluence the thinking of supranational bodies 
such as the EU. They also need to join forces 
within nations on national, regional and local 
levels to make their advocacy cases. Larger 
festivals, network bodies and development 
agencies must come together to lead this 

new vision and case for Outdoor Arts and 
Circus. There is everything to play for in this 
moment. Whilst many people note that Out-
door Arts may be in a position to restart ac-
tivities sooner than venue-based organisa-
tions, Outdoor Arts and Circus can use this 
moment think much further ahead than that.

  Find out more about Michael's work and 
connect with him on LinkedIn

© Michael Hoar
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LABSTORIES

INTERVIEW WITH K EV IN EDWARD T URNER  
COMPAN Y  C H AMELEO N

Kevin Edward Turner co-founded Manchester based Company Chameleon in 2007. As performer 
himself and Co-Artistic Director of the company he has created, led, directed, produced, taught and 
facilitated performances, masterclasses, workshops, residences, interventions and participatory pro-
jects nationally and internationally.

As a company with two Co-Artistic 
Directors, how do you feel leadership 
is shared and addressed within the 
company?

 
Shared leadership can be successful as it al-
lows us as a Company to do more work and 
be open to more opportunities.  Chameleon 
is an anomaly in the sector having two Artistic 
Directors, as most organisations have one 
Artistic Director who has a singular vision 
which they build with their team and work to 
implement. There can be many complexities 
and it takes time negotiating and building 
through dialogue the combined vision of 
both Artistic Directors. It is worth it as the 
vision becomes richer and I believe that it 
is part of our success. Having two Artistic  
Directors allows us to be more open, flexible 
and responsive to changes in the sector, the 
market, our audiences and the communities 
and people we engage with.

As leaders, we believe in leading by example.  
We believe in our team and work hard to 
create a culture of communication and col-
laboration where our team feels valued and 
their expertise and voices heard.

By having transparency, great communi-
cation, clear policies and procedures and 
clarity of roles and responsibilities, our lea-
dership is steered by a shared vision and 

clear direction of where the Company is 
going, which everyone in the team has in-
vested into and works towards on a daily 
basis. 

You have worked on well-being and 
mental health through your show 
Witness This, which drew from your 
personal experience. According to you, 
what is the role of dancing in the public 
space in encouraging positive health 
and well-being, especially when physical 
and social connections are limited? 

 I think that dancing has a very important role 
in highlighting and bringing focus to an incre-
dibly important topic that for many, especially 
men, is a taboo. If by watching a piece of work 
it allows you to reflect, share and talk about 
your mental health and well-being then that 
can only be a positive thing.
 
This was the main inspiration for creating 
Witness This. If I could share the experience 
of my own mental health crisis and how it 
impacted upon myself and my loved ones, 
then it may encourage others to do the same.  

© 2017 Steve Eggleton / eventdigital.co.uk

© Joel Fildes
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From experience, sharing is the first step 
towards becoming healthy again.  

Talking and sharing how you’re feeling 
couldn’t be more important than it is at the 
moment in the context of Covid-19.  The  
massive disruption and isolation have most 
definitely led to heightened anxiety and  
well-being concerns for many people.

One way we can tackle this issue is through 
bringing people together for a shared cultu-
ral experience, even if it is with social distan-
cing and the necessary precautions in place. 
That sense of coming together to experience 
a spectacle can have a hugely positive impact 
on your mental well-being and help you feel 
part of a community. This is even more so if 
the work helps you to feel less alone with your 
own feelings, or better understand the fee-
lings and behaviour of those around you.

How will your company deal with the 
uncertainty surrounding international 
touring and cooperation projects in the 
upcoming year?

 
We are living in unprecedented times, with 
catastrophic results upon the arts and cultu-
ral sector. We will be forced by the circums-
tances that we find ourselves in to reimagine 
and rethink how we produce, make, tour and 
engage with arts and culture. 

I am optimistic that we will be able to creatively 
rise to the challenge and come up with novel  
solutions so we can reconnect with our  
audiences and the community at large.

We will keep conversations open with our 
international partners and work with them 
closely to overcome any barriers, but with 
so much uncertainty it is very difficult to 
plan; postponement and cancellation are an 
ever-increasing reality. 

The company is in a very fortunate situation 
much better than so many other artists and 
organisations as we receive public core fun-
ding from ACE, Manchester City Council 
and GMCA which is still allowing us to ope-
rate and plan for re-emergence.

How to promote diversity and inclusion 
and what are your personal reflections 
on how dance can contribute to making 
a change in that regard? 

Chameleon since its inception has always 
had diversity and inclusion at the core of our 
mission, we truly believe that dance and mo-
vement have the power to transform people’s 
lives regardless of their background. We have 
done this in the choreography that we create, 
the artists we have worked with, and the mul-
titude of different communities both at home 
and abroad we have engaged with through 
our learning and participation programmes 
and projects.

At Chameleon we have a deep sense of duty 
and responsibility to create the opportunities 
that we had as young people. If those people 
and opportunities had not been there, we 
wouldn’t be doing what we are doing, and 
our voice would not be heard. This puts the 
fire in all the work we create whether it be 
performative or participatory. We love the 
democracy of our outdoor work and how it 
reaches new audiences who may never en-
gage with contemporary work.

It is incumbent on us all working in the sector 
in all the many roles it contains to be working 
towards creating and providing for those 

communities and people who have the least 
access and engagement. 

Providing structured opportunities which 
provide the training for success, to those 
who are least represented. This is the only 
way we can have a landscape of leadership 
that is not tokenistic but truly reflected of a 
diverse range of people working within that 
landscape. 

Plurality of opinion experience and diversity 
of option and perspective is what lies at the 
centre of greatness. Let’s all work towards 
being the architects of that greatness. 

  www.companychameleon.com

© Joel Fildes, Witness This by Company Chameleon
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INTERVIEW WIT H  L INA JO H ANSSO N  
MIMB RE

Lina Johansson is joint Artistic Director of Mimbre, an acrobatic theatre company fusing acrobatics, 
dance and humour to create visual poetry in unconventional performance spaces. Lina also works 
as a director, choreographer and movement director for circus, theatre, opera and fashion. Mimbre 
performances includes Lifted, Bench, The Exploded Circus, Until Now and collaborations include Dior’s 
Dream Parade, Wondrous Strange at Royal Shakespeare Company and City of the Unexpected with  
National Theatre Wales and Wales Millenium Centre.

As a company with two Co-Artistic 
Directors, how do you feel leadership 
is shared and addressed within the 
company?

Silvia Fratelli and I originally set up Mimbre 
with Emma Norin as we graduated from 
circus school, so we started as three!  
Sharing the leadership can be hard, but when  
it works I believe it gives both a stronger 
structure and a more flexible and supportive 
environment to work in. This is especially true 
if you are a parent (or have other caring res-
ponsibilities). Both me and Silvia were able to 
take maternity leave and go down to flexible 
working when needed, knowing that the other 
person will keep forwarding the company.

This has made us a lot more resilient. In 
times of crisis, like this spring with lockdown, 
Covid-19 and a loss of all our plans, Silvia 
and I could take turns not only with being off 
work on furlough (a UK government sup-
port scheme to prevent redundancies) but 
also with the emotional drive. Taking turns 
between despair and persistence! Since I 
stopped performing, being two ADs has 
also allowed us to grow significantly. Silvia is 
in charge of our outdoor touring and reper-
toire shows with our core team, while I work 
more actively on commissioned work with a 
wider range of collaborators.
 
Job shares in general are a big thing that 
should be explored with respect to equal 
opportunity. It is not easy to make it work, 
but that is partly because we are so used 
to expecting all or nothing from people. 
But all or nothing means that we lose a lot 
of talent along the way. Looking with fresh 

eyes on work approaches will be essential 
over the next year and beyond.

On your website - in the missions of the 
company, you state: “Our performances 
and participation programme reach 
beyond social, financial and cultural 
boundaries and find fresh ways to 
engage, encourage and inspire people”. 
How do you put this into practice?

From the beginning of Mimbre we were 
drawn to performance settings that were 
accessible to a wider range of audiences. 
The atmosphere, inclusiveness and direc-
tness of outdoor theatre attracted us most 
of all and when we make shows for indoors 
or other settings, we try to bring that direct 
contact with audiences and an openness 
to what a performance setting can be with 

us. We want to be part of breaking down 
excluding concepts of what performance 
and culture is and work towards art being a 
natural part of everyday life. 

By working with physical and choreographic 
storytelling, our shows are not reliant on the 
use of spoken text or a specific languages and 
we try to deal with universal issues like trust, 
risk, friendships, hopes and fears which most 
people can connect to across borders and 
backgrounds. We try to inspire by providing 
a diverse and inclusive image of what women 
are, can be and can do, challenging gender 
stereotypes or artificial boundaries and 'unfol-
low' the mainstream circus body stereotype. 

Mimbre’s Youth Programme runs in com-
munity halls on housing estates in our local 
borough of Hackney. This, combined with 

© Mimbre Youth by Heard In London

© Isabelle Grosse
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70% of places being free or heavily subsi-
dized, has helped to make the classes both 
geographically and economically available 
for low-income families and to create a 
sense of ownership of culture happening in 
the heart of the community. Hackney is a 
borough that has gone through a massive 
regeneration in the last 15 years, meaning 
the gap in provision of activities for young 
people is huge and our aim is to do our bit 
to shrink that. 

As we work with more and more commis-
sioned work and collaborations – if a project 
is set in an exclusive setting I still ask myself, 
how can we stay true to our values and how 
can we use the gains from this project to 
progress Mimbre’s more accessible areas of 
work? Be it financial, artistic, new collabora-
tors or raised profile. 

Keeping fresh, this is a constant process! 
For me collaborations are key. We value 
long-term collaborators, because there is 
something really special when you can de-
velop artistic understanding, skills and per-
formance complicity across several produc-
tions, but on the other hand working with 
new collaborators brings fresh approaches, 
excitement and ways to look at circus and 
physical storytelling with new eyes! Our aim 
in each production is to have a mix of old 
and new collaborators and that way keep 
moving forward while still building on what 
we’ve achieved previously. 

Women stood on other women’s shoulders.  
They strode along the walkways, held high 
and visible from every angle, breaking  
gender barriers and breaking hearts with  
the symbolism of so much female support: 
She ain’t heavy—she’s my sister…
Vogue on Mimbre/Dior Collaboration Dream Parade

Would you say being a female artistic 
director influences the way your work is 
received and recognized in the sector in 
the UK? How do you navigate through 
these issues? 

I have had so much support and encourage-
ment, but as Mimbre and I grew in size we de-
finitely hit our head on a glass ceiling when we 

wanted to go bigger. People were much more 
comfortable keeping us in a small- or mid-
scale niche, which I think is still expected from 
women creators. We do our best to crack that 
ceiling, and by standing on each others’ shoul-
ders at least we reach higher each time, but 
sadly the ceiling is still there, and even more 
so if you are a person of colour, from a wor-
king-class background or disabled. The arts 
world is good in appearing to be accepting, 
but if you look around the circus and outdoor 
scene, it nowhere near represents the diver-
sity of the countries and communities we live 
and perform in. Recent testimonies have re-
minded us of all the barriers that stand in the 
way of people of colour who create and as a 
sector we have to address this!

How do you imagine the next steps to 
reconnect and reengage both with the 
creation process and with the audience 
(nationally and internationally) in a post 
Covid-19 society?

In the CS LAB Keynote Session#1 – Lea-
dership in times of crisis, Hilary Carty talked 
about how our values will be even more im-
portant now and the importance of questio-
ning what we want our world and the per-
forming arts sector to look like when we try 
to rebuild it. 

This really resonates with me. Let’s not put 
our energy into rebuilding a status quo that 
was already broken! Let’s really look at how 

© The Exploded Circus by Lina Johansson 
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we can rebuild something more equal, more 
inclusive and better. Everyone has power 
to be part of that change: performers and 
creators, producers, managers, educators, 
administrators and audiences. 

Festivals and institutions: Freelance artists  
and small companies are on the brink 
of going under and are being cut out of 
conversations about the future. Find ways to 
listen, support and include them in your de-
cision-making. Without them there is no fes-
tival to put on. Question hierarchical struc-
tures; they are deeply unfair and I would say 
also often really unproductive!

Creatives, producing companies, program-
mers: when we audition, recruit, book or 
commission – who do we give the platforms 

to? Look at the demographic information 
for your area/town/country. Different eth-
nicities, genders, sexualities, social classes 
and Deaf and disabled performers. Are you 
remotely representative of that if you add up 
the team of your last few shows or festivals? 
And not just for counts, but in actual status 
and opportunities given properly. We need 
to really look at how we’re recruiting and 
question if we have too much tendency to 
just cast and support copies of ourselves.

Most of Mimbre’s shows are all women 
(so not equal representation!) to balance 
the huge numbers of all-male or male-led 
companies in circus and outdoors. I would 
not limit us like that, if the wider sector 
committed to more balanced gender casts 
and artistic teams. But that’s not to say that 

Mimbre don’t still have a lot of areas to im-
prove on and it is an ongoing dialogue and 
ever continuous journey. But for each step 
we manage to take I feel not only our com-
pany, but also our artistic output becomes 
so much stronger!

The reason we do outdoor and circus is that 
it gives us an opportunity to defy set expec-
tations about culture, cities and what the 
human body is capable of. Let’s apply our 
creativity and defiance to also challenge the 
personal as well as systematic inequalities in 
our society and in the performance world, 
and move forward together to create a ri-
cher, more beautiful world. 

  www.mimbre.co.uk

© Lifted by Ben Hopper
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LABRARY

You will find below a thematic list of resources and additional contents to dig further 
into the issues tackled in this publication.

CS LAB#5 Webinar

• Keynote Session 1 – Leadership in times of crisis
• Keynote Session 2 - Developing diverse and inclusive leadership practices
• Keynote Session 3 - Advocacy for change
• Wrap Up Session

Leadership in times of Crisis

• Clore Leadership – Crisis management (articles and videos)
• Clore Leadership – Building Resilience – International Perspectives (video)
• Arts Council England: How to Develop Diverse Leadership, Culture Change Guide (publication)
• IETM: A Critical Ten Point Plan to creating professional sectors that reflect society (video)
• Arts Council England – The Art of Leadership Podcast Series (podcast)

Diversity 

• Arts Hub: Circus is democratic, yet arts companies struggle with diversity (article)
• Clore Leadership: Equality, Diversity and Inclusion: What is stopping us? (publication)
• Clore Leadership: Do the Arts Really Value Diversity? (publication)

Advocacy 

• Ontario Association of Art Galleries – Advocacy for Arts Organisations: A Toolkit for Engaging in the 2018 Provincial  
& Municipal Elections, compiled by Valentyna Onisko (guide)
• Global Partners Digital – Planning Tool: Using the Strategic Advocacy Canvas, Global Partners Digital (publication)
• Using the Strategic Advocacy Canva (guide)

Dance Projects 

• Company Chameleon – Moving for the Mind (article)
• Mimbre lockdown project commissioned by BBC and Arts Council England: The Sofa Dance (video)

https://www.circostrada.org/en/cs-lab5-webinar#keynote-session1-leadership-in-times-of-crisis
https://www.circostrada.org/en/cs-lab5-webinar#keynote-session2-developing-diverse-and-inclusive-leadership-practices
https://www.circostrada.org/en/cs-lab5-webinar#keynote-session3-advocacy-for-change
https://www.circostrada.org/en/cs-lab5-webinar#wrap-up-session
https://www.cloreleadership.org/cultural-leadership/crisis-management
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=28bsz9U8qYQ
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/How to develop diverse leadership_0.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fLoDI9oy3Tw&feature=emb_logo
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/artofleadership
https://www.artshub.com.au/education/news-article/sponsored-content/professional-development/gina-fairley/circus-is-democratic-yet-arts-companies-struggle-with-diversity-259581?utm_source=ActiveCampaign&utm_medium=email&utm_content=Escaping+artistic+limbo,+getting+out+of+ruts,+democracy+s+many+faces+plus+all+the+latest+jobs&utm_campaign=AHAU+Jobs:+Jobs+20+January+2020+-+Jobs+++Career+-+Paid+-+newsletter
https://www.cloreleadership.org/sites/cloreleadership.org/files/gail_babb_final.pdf
https://www.cloreleadership.org/sites/cloreleadership.org/files/petra_abbam_do_the_arts_really_value_diversity.pdf
http://oaag.org/advocacy/downloads/Elections%20Toolkit%202018.pdf
http://oaag.org/advocacy/downloads/Elections%20Toolkit%202018.pdf
https://www.gp-digital.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Using-the-strategic-advocacy-canvas_final.pdf
https://www.open.edu/openlearncreate/mod/resource/view.php?id=53738
http://www.companychameleon.com/2017/05/moving-for-the-mind/
https://youtu.be/fR5ILq0d5LA
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